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Of all of the vessels and implements that are found in the Mishkan (Tabernacle), discussions of the Menora 
(Candelabrum) appear in the greatest number of Tora Parshiot. 

a. Parshat Teruma (Shemot 25:31-40) Directions for the construction of the Menora, the material 
from which it is be constructed, and the implements needed to maintain it. 

b. Parshat Tetzave (Shemot 27:20-21) The fuel by which the Menora will be lit, instructions for its 
placement within the Mishkan, and the time frame during which it is to be lit. 

c. Parshat VaYakhel (Shemot 37:17-24) The fabrication of the Menora and its implements in 
accordance with the original plans listed in Parshat Teruma.  

d. Parshat Pekudai (Shemot 40:24-25) The actual placement and lighting of the Menora in the 
Mishkan.  

e. Parshat Emor (VaYikra 24:1-4) Who will provide the fuel, the placement and the time frame for 
its being lit, and the necessity that the Menora be ritually pure in order to be used. 

f. Parshat BeHa’alotcha (BaMidbar 8:1-4) The direction in which the Menora is to face, whose 
responsibility it is to maintain the Menora, the importance of its being constructed exactly in 
accordance with the form shown originally to Moshe by HaShem.[1] 

When a topic in the Tora which has been already discussed, appears again at a later point, commentators 
assume that something new is being added. With respect to the renewed discussion of the Menora in 
Parshat Emor, RaMBaN offers two hypotheses concerning the new information therein contained: 
(VaYikra 24:2) …And it has already been stated (Shemot 40:25) “And he caused the flames to rise up 
before HaShem as HaShem had Commanded Moshe”. It would appear that the Commandment (regarding 
making and lighting the Menora) and its having been carried out have already been mentioned. But this 
segment of the Tora addresses two issues. 

a. Here the Tora commands, (VaYikra 24:2) “And they (those in charge of maintaining the Menora) 
will take to you (Moshe) pure olive oil that originates from the Jewish people, i.e., from each 
individual who possesses pure olive oil worthy of the Menora, along with the other donations for 
the Mishkan. And this is what they did, as it is stated, (Shemot 35:27-28) “And the princes 
brought…and the spices and the oil for the light.” And although it is stated (Shemot 27:21) 
“…This is an eternal statute for all generations”, that phrase refers to the lighting.[2] But now (at 
the time that Parshat Emor is composed), the oil that was originally donated by the princes as a 
gift has been completely used up. HaShem is therefore Commanding that the Jewish people should 
obtain from communal property[3] throughout the generations pure olive oil beaten, identical with 
the original oil that was contributed… 

b. Also, there (Shemot 27:20) the Tora states, “Aharon and his sons shall set it (the lights) in 
order…” which might mean set it in order either on the Menora, or without the Menora should it 
be broken or lost, as happened when the Jewish people returned following the Babylonian 
Exile.[4] Therefore it is now (VaYikra 24:3) stated clearly, “He (Aharon) shall order the lamps on 
the ritually pure Menora”, (precluding any alternative lighting should the Menora be unavailable 
for use)… The requirement for everyone to participate in the process of lighting the Menora by 
means of contributing to the manufacture of its oil, along with the insistence that the light that is 
being Commanded by HaShem must be associated with the Menora only and no other platform, 



implies that the importance of both this particular vessel as well as the purpose which it serves is 
of great significance, and bears serious study and contemplation.[5] 

In addition to the Mishkan’s serving as a material, tangible focal point for the worship of HaShem,[6] the 
symbolism of the individual components of the Mishkan, including the Menora, are the objects of much 
speculation by certain Biblical commentators. R. S.R. Hirsch, during the course of his explication of 
Shemot 25:39, speculates concerning the implications of the concept of creating a light source in the 
Mishkan: …Light…represents knowledge, understanding…spiritual, intellectual understanding…which 
would show the results of a Jewish national life based upon God’ s Tora and dedicated to keeping it 
as…intellectual clarity… …With equal certainty and with far greater frequency, we find Lamp and Light 
used as a metaphor for the source of continued existence and life, of development and blossoming, of 
undisturbed progress and happiness, of cheerfulness and joy… …(Light represents) Movement in that 
organic meaning which forms the idea of what must be the forerunner of all development and progress, 
whether organic living or spiritual. Light illuminates and also awakens Life, these two effects of Light 
make it simultaneously the metaphor for perception and the joy of living. For joy is nothing but the feeling, 
the consciousness, of growing life… …That which is the cause of both perception and action, which both 
illuminates and causes “movement”—which accordingly would find its most suitable symbolic expression 
in Light—we find only one thing, and that is “Ruach” (spirit). “Ruach” is that which simultaneously gives 
knowledge, perception, insight, wisdom, and gives the impetus to the willing and accomplishing of moral 
good … R. Hirsch’s idea that the Menora and the light associated with it represents a particular spirit and 
symbolizes growing life, appears to be most apropos when we recognize that not only does this 
candelabrum play a central role in the Mishkan, but that it was adopted by the nascent State of Israel to 
serve as its emblem. (For illustrations of the various proposals for Israel’s emblem and the final choice that 
was made, see the website noted in fn. 7.  

Since its founding in 1948, Israel has been a powerful source of intellectual enlightenment via its great 
institutions of learning, both religious and secular, as well a source of great joy and self-fulfillment to the 
Jewish people, particularly those who have come from around the world to be able to settle in their 
homeland. Why the Menora was actually chosen as the symbol of the State is described in an essay[7] by 
Alec Mishory, an art historian:  

…Among the many proposals submitted during this round was one by the brothers Maxim and Gavriel 
Shamir… The Shamir brothers' emblem has a heraldic format; in the center is a stylized menorah, each of 
the seven branches crowned by a star. The menorah is flanked on each side by a branch on which mirror-
image leaves are arranged with a tiny circle between each pair of leaves. According to Gavriel Shamir, their 
design evolved as follows: …After we decided to use the menorah, we looked for another element and 
concluded that olive branches are the most beautiful expression of the Jewish people's love of peace. The 
leaves are also a very decorative element. Now we faced the question of which menorah to use... We 
decided on a stylized version rather than an ancient form. Our intention was to create a modern emblem, 
without Jewish traditional symbols. We told ourselves that the menorah itself is an ancient symbol and its 
very presence on the seal constitutes a traditional element. But its shape should be modern. (A. P., "How 
the Emblem of the State of Israel was Born," interview with the Shamir brothers, Ma'ariv, February 16, 
1949). The Shamir brothers' menorah was so "modern" that the Emblem and Flag Committee, convened on 
January 10, 1949, was overcome by doubts at the "modernity" which they themselves had suggested. They 
did not like the stylized menorah and resolved that Beba Idelson, as suggested by Transport Minister David 
Remez, ask the Shamir brothers to prepare another design, using "Titus's menorah." Remez's return to this 
version added another level of symbolism to the menorah motif, one that had been absent from the earlier 
proposals: now the menorah would symbolize not only the grandeur of the past but also the present and, 
perhaps, the future. Borrowing the menorah from the Arch of Titus would constitute the visual metaphor of 
an idea prevalent in those years: just as the relief representing Titus's triumphal procession in Rome stood 
for the destruction of the Jewish state in 70 CE, so its rebirth would be symbolized by the return of the 
menorah - if not to the Temple - then to the newly born State of Israel. In other words, the menorah is 
returned from the Arch of Titus, where it symbolizes defeat, humiliation and disgrace, and is installed in a 
place of honor on the emblem of the State, the establishment of which is testimony to the eternity of the 
Jewish people. In this way, past, present and future are all linked in one symbolic motif. After the Shamir 



brothers incorporated the menorah from the Arch of Titus into their design for the emblem, the committee 
adopted it unanimously. Its chairperson, Beba Idelson, forwarded the proposal to the Provisional Council of 
State, which ratified it as the new emblem of the State of Israel. The emblem of the new state, adopted by 
unanimous vote of the Provisional Council of State, includes several ideas from the earlier designs…: the 
olive branches express the state's peaceful intentions; the menorah attests to the link of the Jewish people 
with its glorious past in the homeland and the return of the state to its former luster (through the metaphor 
of the restoration of the menorah from the Arch of Titus to its place in Israel), and indirectly, the beginning 
of the end of the Diaspora. "Israel" is the new name of the State, but the inscription is also a remnant of the 
phrase "Peace over Israel," which had been part of the earlier proposal… The emblem as we know it today 
clearly shows that in the struggle between the "secular camp," which wanted to emphasize the state's 
socialist and democratic present and future, and the "religious camp," which wished to stress the grandeur 
of the past and its link to the God of Israel, the former won. Yet this is also inaccurate. There existed 
graphic precedents for the combination of the menorah and olive branches and this was not the invention of 
the Shamir brothers. In fact, the combination may be traced to a specific text, one of the mystical visions of 
the Prophet Zechariah (Zechariah 4:1-3, 11-14)… 

Zechariah’s prophecy to which Mishory is referring, and about which he implies the Shamir brothers were 
unaware, contains a vision featuring a Menora and olive trees (as opposed to branches): 

And the Angel that talked with me came back, and awakened me, as a man awakened out of his sleep. 
And he said to me: What do you see? And I said: I have looked and behold a candlestick all of gold, 
with a bowl upon the top of it, and seven lamps to it, and seven pipes to the seven lamps, which were on 
the top of it; And there are two olive trees by it, one by the right side of the bowl and the other upon the 
left side of it. So I answered and spoke with the Angel who talked with me, saying: What are these my 
Lord?... Then he answered and spoke to me: This is the Word of the Lord to Zerubavel[8] saying, “Not 
by might nor by power, but by My Spirit Says the Lord of Hosts”… Then I answered and said to him: 
What are these two olive trees on the right side of the candlestick and on the left side of it?... And he 
answered me and said…: These are the two anointed ones that stand by the Lord of the whole earth. 

R. Hirsch includes this prophecy in the discussion of the symbolism of the Menora cited above to 
demonstrate that indeed the Menora represents the spirit of HaShem, as in “…but by My Spirit”, and 
therefore the moving force that will allow Zerubavel to successfully carry out the reconstruction of the 
Temple. RaShI on this verse in Zecharia describes how the “spirit of HaShem” will influence the process 
by which the Temple will be rebuilt: I will Place My Spirit upon Darius (see Ezra 6:1 ff.) and he will 
allow/command you to build. And he will absorb all of the costs of the construction, and he will assist you 
by providing you with wheat, wine, oil and wood as is stated explicitly in Ezra (7:12 ff.), and you will have 
no need for the assistance of people. It is interesting to speculate whether R. Hirsch would have extended 
his ideas about the symbolism of the Menora to the actual Jewish State in terms of even its avowedly 
secular founders having been influenced by a “Ruach HaShem” similar to Darius. This certainly appears to 
have been the attitude of R. Avraham Yitzchak HaKohen Kook to the manner in which the State of Israel 
was created.[9] 

Mishory concludes this section of his essay as follows: 

Thus, the emblem of the State that has become familiar to us borrowed Zechariah's vision to represent the 
Zionist idea of the newly established State of Israel. From this perspective, the establishment of the State 
corresponds to the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem after the Return to Zion. The two olive trees 
evidently played an extremely important part in the perception of the new State, in which "religion" and 
"state" (the "two anointed dignitaries" - the high priest and the governor) stand together to realize the 
Zionist dream.[10] The process of designing the emblem of the State, which began with the expression of a 
simple message, stressing the grandeur of the Jewish past as well as Herzl's notions of social progress, led 
to the creation of a much more complex emblem. This emblem projects a sophisticated and multi-faceted 
message based on verbal metaphors and visual and textual quotations. All of these are embodied in a few 
elements. The three visual elements - the menorah, the olive branches, and the inscription "Israel" - 
faithfully and with maximum brevity and directness, project the message conceived by the designers. 



An alternate perspective regarding the incorporation of the Menora into the emblem of the State of Israel is 
articulated in a column entitled “Elokim VeAnachnu” (God and Us) by David Ansbacher and Aryeh Geiger 
in Ma’ariv of May 13, 2005: 

…In the Holy of Holies, were found the Ark and the Tablets of the Covenant, which constituted the 
symbol of God’s Giving and His Turning towards us. On the other hand, the central Serving Vessels 
that were positioned in the chamber just outside of the Holy of Holies—the Menora, the Table and the 
Altar— represented human efforts engaged in by the Jewish people, assisted by their representatives the 
priests, to reach out to HaShem. All of these vessels taken together constitute a symbol of the 
importance of the active partnership between man and God.… 

It would appear that the Menora[12] connotes the human element in the encounter between man and God, 
the effort that man is called upon to make in order to strenuously climb up to the Divine Heights, rather 
than await God to Descend to man’s lowly level. The Menora was chosen as the symbol of the State of 
Israel. Even during the struggle to first establish it, a forging together of human effort and Divine 
Assistance was required. Lacking such a partnership, the miraculous course of events could never have 
taken place, the amazing military and diplomatic achievements that appeared at the outset to have no hope 
of coming about. In contrast to the exclusive emphasis upon the Menora’s representing only the “spirit of 
HaShem” in terms of the light that it gives off, as well as the modern State of Israel reclaiming its past that 
had been ripped away so many years ago by the Roman destruction and occupation, Ansbacher and Geiger 
draw our attention to the need for man and God to interact with one another to achieve mutually beneficial 
ends. Not only does man need God to give his life and actions meaning and significance, but God “Needs” 
moral and spiritual man in general, and the Jewish people in particular, to serve as models for the rest of 
humanity in order to maximize the potential of the Divine Creation. And to the extent that the State of 
Israel embodies traditional Jewish spiritual and ethical principles through the behavior of the people 
residing within it, it is itself a Menora shining forth to the rest of the world. Clearly, those who are fortunate 
and sufficiently committed to live in Israel demonstrate daily their and their family’s commitments to the 
Divine Partnership that HaShem Intends for His People to engage in. As for us who for the time being have 
taken up residence in “Chutz LaAretz” (the Diaspora), it is extremely important that we appreciate the 
existence of the State of Israel and do our utmost to support it in every manner that is at our disposal. 
Attendance at celebrations and commemorations, such as special gatherings and communal prayers for 
Yom HaAtzmaut and Yom Yerushalayim, should not be considered optional, but obligatory. Even if an 
individual is unable for some reason to participate in his/her community’s activities, s/he should be sure 
that his/her personal prayers on those days are profoundly informed by the spiritual significance of the 
Jewish people’s finally having its own homeland, as manifested in the recitation of Hallel as well as other 
appropriate observances. And just as during Tabernacle and Temple times, the Jewish people at large were 
expected to see to it that the proper oil was available for the constant lighting of the Menora, we must make 
it our solemn responsibility to provide resources to the best of our respective abilities via Israel Bonds and 
other forms of financial support, to hold up our end of the partnership between the Jewish people and 
HaShem as manifested in the State of Israel. 

Chag Sameach! 

  
 ____________________________________ 
  
  

[1] The references in Parshiot Emor and BeHa’alotcha are additional and therefore out-of-the- ordinary. All 
Mishkan vessels are originally described in Parshat Teruma, their construction is mentioned in Parshat 
VaYakhel, and their activation is noted in Parshat Pekudei. Only the Menora of all of the vessels of the 
Mishkan is referenced again in Parshiot Emor and BeHa’alotcha.  

[2] The lighting of the Menora is to take place not only during the dedication of the Mishkan, but as long as 
the Mishkan, and then the subsequent two Mikdash’s are functioning.  



[3] Donations and sacrifices offered in the Mishkan consist of both communal and individual offerings. “ 
Korbanot Chatat” (sin offerings) as part of personal atonement and “Korbanot Toda ” (thanksgiving 
offerings) reflecting appreciation for having survived a life-threatening experience are paid for by the 
individuals involved. The “ Korbanot Tamid” (daily morning and afternoon sacrifice) as well as the 
“Korbanot Musafim” (additional sacrifices) offered on Shabbat and Yom Tov are acquired with monies 
collected annually from all men above the age of 20 in the form of the “Machtzit HaShekel” (half Shekalim 
[a form of currency extent during the Biblical period]) described in Shemot 30:11-16. If the oil for the 
Menora is to come from the “community” it too would be acquired from this monetary source in order to 
allow everyone to have a portion in fulfilling the Commandment of lighting the Menora.  

[4] BaMidbar Rabba 15:7 Therefore, when the First Temple was destroyed, the Menora was hidden. And 
this was one of five things that were hidden: the Ark, the Menora, etc.  

[5] If during the time of the Mishkan it is important for the Jewish people to understand what this structure 
and its contents represent, now that we can only imagine the Menora and its light, it becomes all the more 
imperative to associate the image in our imaginations with specific meaning so that we at least can 
indirectly benefit from the concept of the Mishkan and its vessels.  

[6] Although the Commandments to make the Mishkan and its various artifacts are mentioned prior 
(Shemot 25 ff.) to the fabrication of the Golden Calf (Shemot 32), suggesting that there would have been a 
Mishkan whether or not the great sin had taken place, some Rabbinical sources offer a counterargument: 
Midrash Tanchuma, Parshat Teruma, #8 When was this topic (of the Mishkan) revealed by HaShem to 
Moshe? On the Day of Atonement itself (the 10th of Tishrei, 4 months after the Revelation on Sinai, when 
Moshe brings down to the people Tablets replacing those he broke wh en confronted by the worshipping of 
the Golden Calf, indicating God’s full Forgiveness) , although (in the order of the Tora) the discussion of 
the Mishkan precedes the sin of the Golden Calf. R. Yehuda bar Shalom said: The Tora does not follow a 
chronological order…How do I know (that the Mishkan was revealed to Moshe on Yom HaKippurim)? 
Moshe climbed Sinai on 6 Sivan, spent 40 days and 40 nights, followed by another 40, which was followed 
by yet another 40 (see RaShI on Devarim 9:18), totaling 120 days. And you therefore find that it was on the 
Day of Atonement that the Jewish people were forgiven by HaShem, and on that very day HaShem Said to 
Moshe: (Shemot 25:8) “And they will make for Me a Mikdash and I will Dwell within their midst.” This 
was in order that all the nations would know that the sin of the Golden Calf had been atoned for. For this 
reason it is referred to as the “Mishkan HaEidut” (the Mishkan of testimony), that it serves as a testimony 
to everyone throughout the world that HaShem was Dwelling in Your Mishkan. HaShem Said: Let the gold 
of the Mishkan come and atone for the gold with which the Calf was made… Such an approach would 
suggest that HaShem only Decided to command the construction of the Mishkan when He Recognized that 
human nature needed some sort of physical focal point—if not an idol, than at least a structure—in which it 
would b believed HaShem’s Presence was Concentrated. Such an approach would appear to be in keeping 
with RaMBaM’s general views about sacrifices which are articulated in Moreh Nevuchim 3:46, a position 
for which RaMBaN in his commentary on VaYikra 1:9 severely takes RaMBaM to task.  

[7] http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/emblem.html  

[8] Zerubavel was the first born son of Yehoyachin, king of Yehuda. Zerubavel was the leader of the first 
group of returnees from the Babylonian exile from the tribes of Yehuda and Binyamin. His activities are 
documented in Ezra 1-4; Nechemia 12 ff. and Chagai 1-2. Together with Yeshua ben Yotzadok, the high 
priest, he strove to restart the Temple worship and reconstruct the central alter. Despite significant 
opposition from Kutim as well as Jews who had not been exiled to Bavel, Zerubavel and Yeshua initially 
succeeded in their efforts, but were ultimately thwarted by additional opposition that influenced the Persian 
emperor to command that they desist from sacrificial worship.  

[9] See for example Benjamin Ish-Shalom’s essay, “Tolerance and its Theoretical Basis in the Teachings of 
Rav Kook”, in Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook and Jewish Spirituality, ed. Lawrence Kaplan and David Schatz, 
NYU Press, New York, 1995, pp. 178-204.  



[10] Mishory’s referencing Zecharia’s prophecy as a prototype for the inclusion of olive branches in the 
emblem of the modern State of Israel is particularly ironic in light of the traditional interpretation of what 
the two olive trees in the vision represent. Consider Ibn Ezra’s comment on Zecharia 4:14 as representative: 
Zerubavel is an anointed one, since he is anointed with olive oil to occupy the royal throne of the 
Jews…and Yehoshua is also anointed since he is the high priest, and the verse represents the peaceful 
cooperation that will exist between these two individuals, who will not be jealous of one another. While the 
theme of peace is recognized by the commentator, he, as well as all other traditional interpreters perceive 
that monarchy and theocracy are part and parcel of this vision, forms of government and ideology that were 
certainly anathema to the original founders of the State. To generalize to the point where the claim is made 
that the prophetic verse is only alluding to an amorphous relationship between general “religion” and 
“state”, as opposed to the specifics of Jewish kingship and Temple ritual worship, could be said to be at 
least somewhat disingenuous. When engaging in speculations regarding symbolic meaning, considerable 
license can be invoked; however, “Ein Mikra Yotzei Midai Peshuto” (no text should be interpreted in a 
manner completely contrary to its literal meaning) is an important rule in traditional textual interpretation, 
and, in my opinion, something more literal has to be attributed to the phrase “the two anointed ones” in the 
text in question.  

[11] http://www.nrg.co.il/online/11/ART/933/414.html  

[12] According to the perspective of these columnists, not only could the Menora have been chosen to 
represent the man-God partnership, but the Shulchan (table for showbread) and the golden alter for incense 
would have served a similar symbolic purpose. Only because the Menora is such a universal symbol for 
Jewish life and worship and therefore readily recognizable, did it receive preference for the State’s emblem.  


